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Shadow Play 

So total is the shredding of “JFK/’ the new 
movie about President Kennedy's 1963 as- 
sassination, by all the most knowledgeable and 
fair-minded students of the event that it seems 
impossible that this wretched work is going to 
convince anybody of anything. . 

But watching it the other night, I could not 
escape the sinking feeling that the dramatic 
intensity contrived by director Oliver Stone and 
the seeming documentary factuality are bound 
to win support for his view of a giant Cold 
Warriors' murder-and-cover-up conspiracy. 

Young people and others who have not 
taken their own compass bearings on the 
assassination and who are inclined anyway to 
skepticism about authority make up one reser- 
voir of credulity. An overlapping second con- 
sists of people whose politics instruct them 
that the Cold War is a hoax, an artifice of 
American conservative concoction, and who 
may have been confirmed in this suspicion by 
its sudden evaporation in the last few years. 

I say this in consternation. Even those of us 
who did not idealize John Kennedy, or who at 
some point stopped idealizing him, received 
his death as an unspeakable assault on demo- 
cratic legitimacy. For the likes of Oliver Stone 
to come along and inflict demonstrable simpli- 
fications and mistruths on this complex, de- 
spondent tragedy — and in a medium and in a 
way that ensure mass public exposure — con- 
stitutes a cruel second assault. 

True, the powers that be had some of it 
coming to them. The Warren Commission, 
whose lone-assassin (Lee Harvey Oswald) the- 
ory is the film’s particular target, was set up 
not merely to find the truth but to settle down 
a traumatized nation. Who of us of a certain 
age does not recall how urgent it was thought 
to be to demonstrate that no larger “conspira- 
cy” existed? An impeccably [establishment 
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The trouble is, the myth of a shadow government’s 
spider-web conspiracy plugs a gap no other 
generally accepted theory fills. 


commission within months hustled out a re- 
port that supposedly demolished that case. 

But even as the Warren Commission pub- 
lished its report, the Vietnam War, the civil 
rights struggle and much else were discrediting 
the whole notion of an establishment compe- 
tent to administer wisdom and calm to the 
society from the top down. The report itself, 
moreover, though it may have proved its theo- 


ry as well if not better than other accounts 
proved their competing theories, left too many 
spots blank and too many linkages unexamined 
to stand the test of time. This was evident, of 
course, long before “JFK” hit the screen. 

That the assassination probably encompassed 
more than a lone gunman now seems beyond 
cavil. “Some attributed the supposed plot,” sum- 
marizes historian John Morton Blum, “to Fidel 


Castro, others to the Kremlin, or to adherents 
of [South Vietnamese president Ngo Dinh] 
Diem, or to southern segregationists, or to the 
Mafia, or even to the CIA or FBI.” Stone’s 
movie attributes it to a blurry “shadow govern- 
ment” including a remorseless military-industri- 
al complex and, as an accomplice, JFK’s vice 
president and successor, Lyndon Johnson. 

Their immediate purpose, according to Stone, 
was to keep Kennedy from following through on 
hints he had supposedly made of withdrawing 
from Vietnam— in fact, no competent historians 
find such an intent in the evidence. Their deeper 
purpose, again according to Stone, was to stop 
Kennedy from ending the Cold War — again, an 
unsubstantiated reading. 

The theory of a shadow government’s spi- 
der-web conspiracy is myth or, if you will, a lie. 
The trouble is, it plugs a gap no other generally 
accepted theory fills. It also fits a general 
anti-establishment way of looking at things, and 
it may t^ke additional wing from recent events, 
although, if life were fair, it would not. 

It is remarkable that the Cold War has 
ended so quickly. I think there is a perfectly 
plausible explanation in the visible workings of 
the political process. But I grant that some 
might yet conclude that “they” determined, for 
whatever reason, to call it off. If you believe 
that the Cold War was ginned up artificially in 
the first instance, it is a short leap to believing 
that it could be turned off sharply in the last. 

Your true conspiracy aficionado, however, 
must accept the burden of showing why a 
powerful shadow government would suddenly 
find it in its interest to reverse a policy of 
decades and to allow the deconstruction of its 
own sinews and rationale. How then to en- 
hance and exercise its power? What a pity that 
our Oliver Stones are not embarrassed by 
hard questions. Their hubris is less salient 
than their lack of shame. 
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